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SUMMARY: 
Major new changes have been made to the way prisoners receive and lose privileges.  The 
changes came into effect on 01 November, 2013.  This briefing paper considers these 
changes and their potential implications for prisoner populations.   
 
In prisons in England and Wales a system of „Incentives and Earned Privileges‟ (IEP) was 
introduced in 1995 „with the expectation that prisoners would earn additional privileges 
through demonstrating responsible behaviour and participation in work or other constructive 
activity‟ (PSI 30/213).  The policy, in effect, controls prisoners‟ access to activities, to 
material goods and to sources of outside support.   When first introduced it was seen by 
many prisoners as harsh and punitive.  But, recent government changes to the policy 
introduce a further tightening up of the scheme, alongside a variety of other regime and 
policy changes, which cumulatively are adding significantly to the punitive aspects of prison 
experiences. 
 
These intentionally punishing reforms have been introduced in the context of a range of 
growing pressures currently facing the prison system. Overcrowding, the cutting of services 
and staff in prisons, a reconfiguration of the core-day, the restructuring of the prison estate 
and the withdrawal or curtailment of legal aid provision for prisoners are converging and we 
are witnessing a general worsening of conditions for both prisoners and staff. 
 
This briefing describes the likely impact of these reforms in the context of open prisons, long 
term prisoners and women in prison. We also present some anecdotal information on how 
the changes are being implemented and felt inside prisons. Our intention is to draw attention 
to, and open up debate about, the worsening of conditions and potential consequences of 
recent policy choices made by government and criminal justice agencies. There are a series 
of pressures building within the prison system creating what might be described as a „perfect 
storm‟ for an increase in harm, violence and damage to people within the criminal justice 
system. 
 
The Reclaim Justice Network is concerned about:  

 Potential increases in rates of suicide and self-harm under the current changes; 

 Increased problems of disorder and, as a result, staff and prisoner safety; 

 Prison sentences that continue to inflict more damage than they repair; 

 The proliferation of violent criminal justice policies.  
 
Reclaim Justice Network is a collaboration of individuals, groups, campaigners, activists, trade 
unionists, practitioners and researchers and people most directly affected by criminal justice systems, 
who are working together to radically reduce the size and scope of criminal justice systems and to 
build effective and socially just alternatives.   
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reclaimjustice@gmail.com 
@reclaimjustice 

  



 
1. ‘INCENTIVISING’ PRISONERS 
 
On 1 November, 2013 a new policy on the administration of the Incentives and Earned 
Privileges (IEP) scheme came into force.  The IEP scheme was introduced in 1995 amongst 
a range of other significant changes recommended in the Woodcock and Learmont Inquiry 
reports – each of which were in response to escapes from maximum-security prisons.  In 
1995, the vast majority of the changes that were implemented related to increased security 
measures and resulted in tighter, stricter regimes.  The IEP policy was a mechanism of 
control, but taken together with a tighter security focus, its power was magnified.  At its initial 
introduction, the IEP scheme was perceived by many prisoners as a heavy-handed, carrot 
and stick approach that fundamentally altered the terms and conditions of confinement and 
increased their experiences of punishment.  The changes to the IEP scheme that were 
introduced in November effectively tighten prisoners‟ „thumb screws‟ again.   
 
The changes include: some (male) prisoners being required to wear prison clothing; tighter 
restrictions on private cash and on personal property allowances, prisoners are not allowed 
to watch television during the day, and only prisoners on Standard and Enhanced privilege 
levels may have access to the gym above the requirement for physical exercise in the Prison 
Rules.   
 
It is important to draw attention to the overwhelmingly and increasingly negative experiences 
that prisons generate both inside and after release – from prisoners‟ own perspectives as 
well as those of their families and supporters.  In the current context of increasing sentence 
lengths, growing prisoner numbers and the lack of political will and resources for providing 
genuinely humane and constructive responses to difficult social problems and conflicts, it is 
imperative that closer attention is paid to what prison and post-prison experiences actually 
involve.  All but a very small number of people in prison will be released.  Prisons, therefore, 
must be seen to have an obligation to provide experiences that do not, in David Downes‟ 
words1, „blunt the sensibilities‟ and – at the very least – aim to limit the damage of deepening 
levels of punishment and the enduring stigmatisation that follows ex-prisoners after release. 
 
 

2. LONG TERM PRISONERS 
 
For long-term prisoners the latest set of changes to the IEP system will represent a 
continuing accumulation of weight and depth to their punishment.  During a long period of 
imprisonment, society on the outside will inevitably progress, certainly with respect to 
technological advancements and often with respect to general improvements to standards of 
living (though not always and not for all segments of society).  As a result, long-serving 
prisoners may come to expect that prison conditions will progress too, alongside the 
standards of outside society. However, it has generally been the case that prison conditions 
in this country, at least, have continually worsened since the mid-1990s.  Research in high-
security prisons  found that prisoners identify losses of amenities, inconsistencies or 
changes in privileges or the differing or lowering of material standards as adding further to 
their experience of punishment.  Such changes, they argue, feel increasingly punitive during 
the course of a long prison sentence because there are few opportunities for any meaningful 
recognition of the progress they have made.  There are only further and deepening 
punishments.   
 

                                                 
1
 Downes, D. M. (1988) Contrasts in Tolerance: Post-War Penal Policy in The Netherlands and England and Wales.  Oxford: 

Clarendon Press 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/major-shake-up-to-prisoner-incentives
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/major-shake-up-to-prisoner-incentives
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The experience of long-term prisoners helps draw attention to the fact that successive 
governments have taken a „tough on prisoners‟ stance since the early 1990s (and at various 
points in different ways before then).  Moreover, these punitive agendas and discourses 
have not been empty.  They have resulted in significant changes to the terms and material 
conditions of confinement and these latest changes to the IEP scheme are just another layer 
of accumulated punishment, added to the prison experience.   
 
 

3. WOMEN IN PRISON 
 
The changes to the Incentives and Earned Privileges regime came into force causing 
frustration, anger and distress across the prison estate.  In a piece of early electioneering the 
Justice Secretary has grabbed headlines by switching off TV in the day and banning 
subscription channels for prisoners.  But the detail is more troubling, providing for a greater 
level of control of prisoners limiting the amount and types of clothing allowed and making the 
acquisition of privileges dependent on exemplary behaviour.   
 
For women in prison this change came first as rumours and then as a rude awakening as 
black trousers, hooded tops and padded jackets were confiscated.  It is hard to imagine what 
security or rehabilitative purpose is served by limiting the number of pairs of pants someone 
can have.  The answer is none – this move is all about political points scoring in the penal 
policy arms race that is sure to hot up as the 2015 election approaches.   
 
The communications machinery that made sure the headlines were secured was working 
well enough but not so that which would have (as the policy explicitly requires) ensured that 
prisoners were all informed of the changes in a timely manner.  What difference would this 
have made? It would have meant women could have planned for the changes.  It would 
have prevented one of the women we work with from saving her prison wages to buy a coat 
from the prison catalogue that she now can‟t wear in prison.  It would have stopped families 
buying presents for Christmas.  It would have quelled some of the rumours and the anxieties 
that rumours cause.   
 
The cost of buying replacement clothes that fit the new criteria is prohibitively high for many 
women.  The cheapest acceptable coat in the catalogue prisoners must buy from is £70. 
With average prison wages at £9.07 a week, maybe a replacement could be bought...just in 
time for spring.   
 
The requirement that to earn Enhanced status prisoners must “help other prisoners or prison 
staff” is particularly concerning for long-term prisoners who have decided that they need to 
concentrate on their own well being and recovery and not hide behind the issues of others.  
Effectively punishing women for making healthy decisions about their rehabilitation is so 
obviously counterproductive.  And what of the prisoners who want to meet the requirements 
to get Enhanced status but for whom there are not the opportunities? Very few of the 
women‟s prisons have enough peer support roles for everyone to secure one – so yet again 
the failure to provide resources for interventions will lead to tighter control and further 
punishment for female prisoners.   
 
  

http://www.justice.gov.uk/downloads/offenders/psipso/psi-2013/psi-30-2013.doc


 

4. OPEN PRISONS 
 

The new IEP policy applies equally to prisoners in open conditions, which in many respects 
undermines the very foundation and purpose of Open Prisons.  For example prisoners are 
no longer allowed to receive parcels even if they are from family. Every item they require 
must be ordered and paid for by the prisoner through the canteen list and approved 
catalogues. For prisoners in an open prison who work outside the prison, this policy defies 
logic.  Moreover, the approved catalogues do not stock gloves or scarves so for those 
working outside there is nowhere for them to obtain appropriate outerwear.  
 
In addition a serious misdemeanour can result in an immediate downgrade from enhanced 
to basic, bypassing the standard level. This would not only result in the  removal of TV‟s and 
the wearing of prison clothing, but in an Open Prison, those on work placements or who are 
eligible for home leaves need to be on an enhanced privilege level.  Thus, the main activities 
which most assist prisoners reintegrating back into the reality of society can be withdrawn 
from them if they are not compliant with the uneven and arbitrarily applied rules of the 
„artificial‟ environment of the prison.    
 
One of the most important issues is the direct connection of the IEP level to a prisoner‟s 
cooperation and progress with a sentence plan and willingness in assisting with running of 
the prison community. Downgrading can potentially have serious repercussions for individual 
prisoners and may contribute to unrest amongst the prisoner population. Therefore, it will be 
essential to ensure that the application of the more aspects of the policy are done in a very 
steady and measured manner (which is likely an impossible task), especially when you are 
looking at the possibility of half the inmates currently on enhanced not meeting or sustaining 
the required criteria.  
 
 

5. FROM THE FRONTLINE 

 
In putting together the information outlined in this discussion paper, we collected anecdotal 
comments from people in contact with the prison system. The Reclaim Justice Network 
would like to encourage others to come forward with any additional information or insights 
they have on how the new policy is directly affecting people. 
 
5.1 “Speaking to a Governor recently he told me that he has realised that the policy has so 

many ramifications for the prisoners that he has given training to all the inmates so that 
they fully realise what lies ahead.” 

 
5.2 I think it has started impacting prisoners but will be a possible bigger problem in the near 

future. 
 

5.3 The recent events at Oakwood and Guys Marsh (that I know of, but others too), serious 
assaults on officers, an increase in violent incidents, plus, threat of smoking ban as of 
March are all compounding with reduced numbers of officers, reduced association and 
increased lock up plus the changes to IEP 

 
5.4 My friends inside have been heavily affected by these changes.... I think the self harm 

rates are going to go through the roof. Even though I hate TV it probably does reduce a 
lot of harm inside and I think people starting their sentences are going to be knocked 
sideways by a regime that was previously a 'punishment'.   
 



5.5 We have also been informed that people in prison are feeling as if they have to give 
information about other prisoners in exchange for „privileges‟.  

 
 
 

6. GOING FORWARD 
 
This briefing has outlined some of the issues arising from changes to the IEP scheme in 
prison.  Our intention is to draw attention to, and open up debate about, the worsening of 
conditions and potential consequences of recent policy choices made by government and 
criminal justice agencies.  
 
In summary, the Reclaim Justice Network is concerned about  
 

 Potential increases in rates of suicide and self-harm under the current changes; 

 Increased problems of disorder and, as a result, staff and prisoner safety; 

 Prison sentences that continue inflict more damage than they repair; 

 The proliferation of violent criminal justice policies.  
 
We welcome comments and contributions on the impact of the IEP scheme or 

other issues arising via our website 
www.downsizingcriminaljustice.wordpress.com  

or email reclaimjustice@gmail.com 
 

http://www.downsizingcriminaljustice.wordpress.com/

